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CHAPTER ONE 
1 Introduction 
India is a land of paradox. In one image, India appears as a country bolstering women’s rights 
with a high visibility of women in various facets of life. Yet in another image, India appears as 
a country with an entrenched and deep rooted discrimination against women which is exhibited 
in various form of their oppression. Calling on some few statistics and instances may be helpful. 
India has the world's largest number of professionally qualified women. It has more female 
doctors, surgeons, scientists and professors than the United States (Yuvaraj 2010) and 
currently, women are taking senior management positions in India (Saab, 2014). The extant 
Speaker of Parliament, Sumitra Mahajan is a woman. Pratibha Patil was elected the first female 
President in 2007 and Indira Gandhi, the first female leader of the Indian government (Prime 
Minister) in 1966. 
Policies germane to women's rights have had a positive trajectory in the past few 
decades in India with the central government articulating many progressive measures to 
advance gender equality in social, economic, and political arenas. Bodies like the Ministry of 
Women and Child Development and the National Commission for Women, which is an 
autonomous organization under the Ministry of Women and Child Development have been 
established to deal with women and children’s issues. The Indian Women’s Bill gives 33.3% 
reservation for women in all levels of Indian politics (Upadhyay, 2010). 
The paradox however is that beneath the high visibility of women, elaborate 
constitutional and policy frameworks on (in)equality as well as a booming economy and 
increasing prosperity in India lies an entrenched, oppressive, discriminatory and exploitative 
yet, Hindu-supportive caste system which works against the rights and empowerment of certain 
segments of girls and women. (Jones, 2014; Kumar, 2013). The oppression and discrimination 
against these women in India emerged from and are sustained by the social and religious 
construction of their roles and statuses rooted in structural factors like caste and class which 
are deeply embedded in patriarchal norms (Upadhyay, 2010). These women are called Dalit 
women. In many parts of India, Dalit women are considered to be not just less than men but 
also valued less than higher caste Hindu women, occupying the lowest status in the family and 
community, which consequentially restricts their opportunity to equal access of education, 
economic and other resources for social mobility. They are oppressed, exploited, discriminated 
6 | P a g e  
 
against, abused and denied of their human rights and all these inhumane treatments prevail 
against them in spite of the existence of state bodies like the Ministry of Social Justice, the 
Ministry of Tribal Affairs, and the National Commissions on Scheduled Castes and on 
Scheduled Tribes (Irudayam, Mangubhai & Lee, 2006; Luitel, 2003). 
While the Constitution of India provides strong legal apparatus via a series of laws that 
have been passed since independence in 1947, the implementation of these laws seems to still 
be a distant dream. India seems to have achieved the impossible by sending a space mission to 
Mars, yet she has failed to deliver the most basic of human rights to 80 million Dalit women. 
Violence against Dalit women is not an anomaly; it has been reported umpteen times by several 
organizations including Amnesty International, National Commission for Women, Human 
Rights Watch etc. Violence against Dalit women takes on multiple forms such as physical 
violence, sexual violence including rape and torture, verbal abuse, female infanticide and 
foeticide, forced prostitution, kidnapping, child sexual abuse (Jones, 2014; Kumar, 2013; 
Navsarjan Trust et al, 2013; Human Rights Watch & the Center for Human Rights and Global 
Justice, 2007; International Dalit Solidarity Network, 2006; Luitel, 2003). 
On the political front, the Reservation System for Dalits and Other backward Castes 
(OBCs) has been disproportionately beneficial to Dalit men than women. While there are 
examples of Dalit women leaders such as Mayawati Kumari (former Chief Minister of Uttar 
Paradesh), it is still a rare phenomenon in India. The reservation system whereby 33% seats 
are allocated to women in the Parliament has not had any meaningful impact on Dalit women’s 
representation. They constitute just 2.2% of the parliamentarians in the Lower House of Indian 
Parliament. Dalit women are in most cases denied representation in the Village Panchayats of 
India. The village Panchayat is perhaps the first point of political contact for Dalit women 
across India and yet they have almost no representation there (IMADR, 2012). Dalits in India 
conduct their social lives as the lowest group under an exclusionary caste system. They are 
denied access to land and other productive resources. Their right to work and free choice of 
employment are periodically violated. They are forced to work in "polluting" and degrading 
occupations such as manual scavenging and are also subjected to exploitative labour 
arrangements such as bonded labour, migratory labour and forced prostitution (HRW & the 
Center for Human Rights and Global Justice, 2007). According to IMADR, 20% of Dalits do 
not have access to safe drinking water and 48.4% of Dalit villages are denied access to a water 
source (IMADR 2012). Dalit women are held responsible for bringing water to the household 
but are physically and verbally abused and denied access by the superior castes when they try 
to collect water from public wells (IMADR 2012). In many instances, young girls drop out of 
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school to travel faraway distances to collect water, essentially ruining their chances of 
obtaining education and social mobility. Dalit women are positioned at the bottom of the caste 
hierarchy, subject to multiple forms of discrimination on the basis of not only their caste, but 
also class and gender (Jones, 2014) – they suffer what Kumar calls “triple discrimination” 
(Kumar, 2013). They are seen as intrinsically impure and ‘untouchable’, which sanctions social 
exclusion and exploitation (Navsarjan Trust (India), FEDO (Nepal) & the International Dalit 
Solidarity Network, 2013). "Dalit women endure violence in both the general community and 
in the family, from state and non-state actors of different genders, castes and socio-economic 
groupings" (Irudayam, Mangubhai & Lee, 2006:3). The rights and personhoods of Dalit 
women are violated at all fronts and the sad aspect is that it is almost impossible for them to 
obtain informal or formal justice (Jones, 2014; Kumar, 2013; HRW & the Center for Human 
Rights and Global Justice, 2007).  
 
1.1 Problem Area 
India has since the 1950’s abolished untouchability (The Untouchability Offences Act, 1955) 
- the practices evolved as social restrictions in sharing food, access to public places, offering 
prayers and performing religious services, entry in temple and other public places and denial 
of access to drinking water sources, etc (Jones, 2014). Also Article 15 of the Indian 
Constitution explicitly proscribes all discrimination based on caste. Yet, strong caste feelings 
and untouchability practices continue to trouble Dalits and particularly Dalit women to this 
day, representing one of India’s greatest yet intractable human rights issues. Socially and 
ideologically, the religious and cognitive sanctions of the caste system persist. Dalit women 
are continually subjected to degrading treatments and human rights abuses (Kositsky, 2009; 
Patra & Velassery 2013).  
As elaborated earlier, the oppression and misery of Dalit women are sourced to  inter alia the 
Indian caste system which is rooted in some Hindu doctrines embedded in which are patriarchal 
norms which stereotype and devalue Dalit women and their role in the household, community 
and the larger society. Related to this is the inertia on the part of state institutions (mostly the 
police and the courts) to enforce anti-discrimination and oppression laws (Jones, 2014; Channa, 
& Mencher, 2013; Kumar, 2013; Irudayam, et al, 2006; Agarwal, 1999). Consistent with the 
timeless axiom that the desire to resist oppression is implanted in the nature of man, in the last 
50 years, India has witnessed tremendous mobilization by the lower caste members, 
specifically, vibrant women’s movements challenging the Indian society with the view of 
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securing social change and protecting the rights of lower caste (Dalit) women. Libertarian and 
emancipatory tendencies, resentments and resistance of caste exclusions has become highly 
intensified in India (Channa, & Mencher, 2013; Upadhyay, 2010). However, it is obvious that 
such agency and emancipatory activities clearly will run counter to the socio-political, religious 
and the cultural configurations that have sustained the centuries old patriarchal caste system 
which is the root of Dalit women’s misery and oppression. The fact that their object of pursuit 
is ‘women’s rights’ even magnifies their challenges. This is so because evidence abound that 
“defending women’s human rights is often seen by state authorities, and even by communities, 
as a challenge to culture, tradition and the way of life” (CIVICUS, 2011:6). The activities of 
Dalit women’s rights civil society organizations/movements (CSOs) are thus subject to serious 
religious, socio-cultural, family, community and state level constraints which are related not 
just to the caste system but also to such constraints which are peculiar to defending the rights 
of women. How such movements and organizations mediate their ways through these 
cumbersome challenges and respond to them in their pursuit of Dalit women’s rights is what 
this study purposes to examine. 
 
1.2 Research question 
How do Dalit women's rights civil society organizations respond to the caste based socio-
political and religio-cultural challenges they face in India?  
 
1.2.1 Sub questions 
1. How do they respond to the challenges associated with the Hindu religion? 
2. How do they tackle family level challenges? 
3. How do they relate to community level challenges? 
4. How do they respond to state level or institutional challenges? 
 
1.3 Annotated Bibliography 
Ambedkar, B.R. (1936) Annihilation of Caste, Vol 1 
Ambedkar, B.R. (1946) Who were the Shudras? 
The writings of B.R. Ambedkar a scholar, an activist, a politician and one of the principal 
architects of the Indian Constitution are highly crucial to understanding the identity formation 
and caste-gender consciousness among Dalit women in India. His view that “I measure the 
progress of a community by the degree of progress which women have achieved” aptly 
9 | P a g e  
 
illustrates how he crucially values women’s rights. It was under his influence that Dalit women 
for the first time in Indian history were able to collectively mobilize themselves with a 
distinctive consciousness of their identity. The number of Dalit Women increased from a few 
hundred in the early phases of Ambedkar’s movement to 25,000 at the All India Dalit Women’s 
Conference in Nagpur 1942 (Velasker, 2012). He saw education and political movements as 
crucial to the liberation of Dalit women. Velasker argues that the recent spate of activism and 
Dalit movements’ agency are linked to Ambedkar, his writings and ideas. His writings will be 
central to this work in understanding the historical context of Dalit women’s collective 
consciousness, identity formation and agency in India. 
 
Channa, S. M. & Mencher, J. P. (2013) Life as a Dalit: Views from the Bottom on Caste in 
India. 
 
This is yet again another scholarly work which is central to this study. The oppression and the 
discrimination suffered by Dalit women are commonly featured in reports of human rights 
oriented NGOs and agencies. Even though many NGOs posses a high international reputation 
e.g Human rights Watch, Amnesty International etc their reports lack a definitive academic 
touch. Of course, Channa and Mencher (2013) “Life as a Dalit: Views from the Bottom on 
Caste in India” does not take a positivist value-neutral stand, it is also written from a human 
rights perspective that recognizes Dalits as victims and members of the higher castes as 
perpetrators of discrimination and even violence. Nonetheless, it has an academic twist. As 
such we use it as a guiding framework in reflecting on the NGO reports while retaining the 
emancipatory content, so as to not stray away from the academic context within which we 
ought to situate our work 
 
Channa, S. M. (2013) Gender in South Asia: Social Imagination and Constructed Realities 
 
The overall theoretical umbrella under which this study was conducted is feminism. Yet 
feminism, as originated from the western context for reasons such as differences in values, 
socialization processes and object of agency does not neatly fit and apply in the Indian context. 
Indeed key concepts like intersectionality which prominently feature in our work were 
originally used by the likes of Hooks (2000), Hill (2000) and Crenshaw (1989) to reflect on the 
experiences of Black women in the United States oppressed by race, gender and class. Their 
context and situations are materially different from the Dalit women of India who are our focus. 
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We therefore employ Channa (2013) “Indian Feminism” framework to adapt feminism and 
intersectionality as originated from the west to fit the Indian context. Accordingly, Channa, S. 
M. (2013) Gender in South Asia: Social Imagination and Constructed Realities is crucial to the 
transnational feminist approach that our work takes.  
 
1.4 State of the art 
As noted in the preceding section, whether the caste system evolved biologically or from the 
self-destruction of the primal man-Purush or it came from the Aryan’s civilization is still a 
subject of historical enquiry. Howbeit, whichever way the caste system is examined, the Dalits 
or the ‘Scheduled Castes’ (formerly called the ‘Untouchables’) are considered the lowest caste. 
They originally are considered outcastes –not part of any of any the castes and are therefore 
consigned to performed occupations that were considered unclean and polluting, such as 
scavenging and skinning dead animals (Desphande, 2010).Patra & Velassery (2013) argue that 
the basis of the caste system and its classification was “division of labour” or what is sometimes 
called “specialization of functions”. The aim behind this classification was said to be better 
service to the society as a whole. Thus the castes in which the Indian society came to be divided 
were expected to devote themselves to the performance of duties peculiar to them and it was 
thought that such a division of labour would invariably result in greater degrees of 
specialization and acquisition of skill. 
              However, as noted in Ambedkar (1946), the evolution of the caste system has not 
become just a basis for dividing the Indian society into orders, it has become the principle for 
graded inequality and for determining the terms of associated life as between the caste 
(Ambedkar, 1946). Risley (1915) captured poignantly how deep-seated and entrenched the 
caste system has become in the Indian society in this way: the caste is “more than a social 
system” but “rather...a congenital instinct, an all-pervading principle of attraction and repulsion 
entering into and shaping every relation of life... form[ing] the cement that holds together the 
myriad units of Indian society” (Riley, 1915 cited in Riser-Kositsky, 2009:36). 
The caste system does not just determine one’s status in the society but also his or her 
access to resources and this leads to marginalization, discrimination, exclusion, oppression, 
denial and abuse of rights. The Dalit women placed at the bottom of the gradation are subjected 
to innumerable ignominies and disabilities - they are not just part of the lowest caste 
(‘untouchables’) but also, as women, they are labelled and actually considered as the 
intrinsically impure among the ‘untouchables’ (Irudayam et al, 2006; (Jones, 2014; Kumar, 
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2013).  Patra & Velassery (2013) notes that emancipation or liberatory agency, movements and 
resistance to caste exclusions date back to and became widespread in many parts of India in 
the 12th century. The Bhakti movement, the Veerasaiva movement, the Varkaris, the 
movement of Kabir and Ravidas in northern India have been noted as some of the most famous 
early movements which emerged in the 12th century. However, the movements failed to create 
a casteless society and some were even absorbed and co-opted by a resurgent Brahmanism 
(Ibid.). Per Patra & Velassery (2013) account, it was during the colonial period that the 
strongest radical movement against caste exclusion took place, pioneered by Mahatma Jyotirao 
Phule in Maharashtra, Pandit Iyothee Thass in Tamil Nadu, and carried forward by E. V. 
Ramasami ‘Periyar’ (1993), Dr. Ambedkar (1969) and a host of leaders and multitude of 
activists throughout India.  
The literature accounts show that the colonial administration was caught in catch 
twenty-two. The British mission of civilization and firm believe in human rights did not sit 
well with the marginalization, inequalities, oppression and exclusion the caste system was 
predicated upon. Yet, the British could attack the inequalities and the inherent violations in the 
caste system not any more than causing the destruction of the caste system which actually in 
the words of Burke held the “peaceful and orderly polity” of India (Riser-Kositsky, 2009:33). 
The caste system “has modelled India and hold it in fetters rendering true social life and 
progress impossible, barring out altruism, unity and patriotism, yet it enlisted the support of 
the Indian peoples by appealing to the authority of their ancient sacred books (Strachey, 1915 
cited in Ibid).  Therefore, as Riser-Kositsky asserts, “to dismantle the structures of caste would 
be more than a revolution; it would resemble the withdrawal of some elemental force like 
gravitation or molecular attraction. Order would vanish and chaos would supervene” (Riser-
Kositsky, 2009: 36). As argued by Cust, “the destruction of the caste system “would entail 
considerable evils by the complete disorganization of society, which would ensue” (Cust, 1881 
cited in Riser-Kositsky, 2009:36).  
The British became “so panicky that they felt that loss of India was the surest 
consequence of social reform” (Ibid: 37). They were therefore reticent in taking concrete action 
against the caste system. Indeed, the literature shows that subtle attempts to raise the lowest 
castes were fiercely resisted by the higher caste. For instance, Riser-Kositsky, recounts that 
“when sanitation-minded city administrators in Calcutta attempted to install a public water 
system, there was a great public outcry: members of higher castes protested that they would 
then have to drink the same water as the lower castes (Riser-Kositsky, 2009: 48). 
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 At the beginning of their reign over India, the British army was the enthusiastic 
employer of large numbers of the lowest castes and untouchables. Military service brought not 
only a steady paycheck to these classes of Indians, but also long-term prospects of 
advancement. Recruits generally learned English, and the East India Company ensured both 
soldiers and their families had free access to education. By 1856, one third of the Bombay army 
was made up of Mahars, Ambedkar’s untouchable caste (Ibid). This was read by the higher 
caste as attempts by the colonial administration to raise the ‘untouchables’ over them and the 
reactions were the Vellore Mutiny in 1801 and the great Sepoy Mutiny in 1857. The mutinies 
rendered the British more compliant towards the structures of the caste system so as not to 
unnecessarily attract the wrath of the higher Hindu castes. The British courts at some point 
were cowed into basing their judgments as much as possible on texts such as the Law Code of 
Manu, to formalize caste law and to apply it with the view of dispensing ‘Hindu Justice’ (Riser-
Kositsky, 2009: 48).  
The actions and style of the colonial administration produced nuanced effects on the 
Indian caste system. In one breadth, their actions systematized, categorized and delineated 
castes into a set of hierarchy that had never before existed in a formal sense. In another breadth, 
the British education and administrative system paradoxically began changing the lives of 
ordinary Indians and people of lower castes by breaking down some of the abominable 
conditions associated with the caste system. Riser-Kositsky, (2009) argues that while caste 
division and discrimination predated the British, without question, the lack of British 
understanding of the caste system, and their misdirected efforts to reform it, had important 
ramifications which continue to influence the social climate in India today. In post-colonial 
India, while all discrimination based on caste is explicitly banned by the Indian Constitution, 
strong caste feelings continue to trouble the country to this day and represent one of its greatest 
yet intractable human rights issues. Socially and ideologically, the religious and cognitive 
sanctions of the caste system persist, operate in many ways and are being sustained by the 
traditions and culture that brought forth of it (Riser-Kositsky, 2009; Patra & Velassery 2013).   
Siddaramu argues that “people are more influenced by Manusmriti than Indian 
constitution. Even today choice in marriage, in education, politics, business, food habits, family 
customs, practices, etc. are often dictated by the caste. The caste instead of disappearing in the 
wake of modernism has become still stronger” (Siddaramu, 2013: 3 – 4). As recently as 1989, 
some students protested against Indian government plans to implement the recommendations 
of the Mandal Commission report, expanding affirmative action quotas for Indians of the 
lowest castes in universities and the bureaucracy by immolating themselves (Riser-Kositsky, 
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2009). The fact that university students could resort to self-immolation in defence of caste 
prerogatives is a decisive testament showing how deeply entrenched, the caste system is in 
India. However, as pertained in pre-colonial and colonial India, the libertarian and 
emancipatory tendencies, resentments and resistance of caste exclusions has not abated but 
have rather become highly intensified. In the last 50 years, India has seen tremendous 
mobilization by the lower caste members, specifically, vibrant women’s movements 
challenging the Indian society with the view of securing social change and protecting the rights 
of lower caste (Dalit) women (Channa, & Mencher, 2013; Upadhyay, 2010). But like the 
colonial and post-colonial states, the contemporary anti-caste libertarian Dalit women’s rights 
activists and organizations face the very inhibiting religious, cultural and traditional structures, 
which have maintained, sustained and of course strengthened the caste system up to today. 
Whilst the agency of Dalit women has been widely discussed in the literature, there is a gap on 
how the agency plays out. There is want of systematized knowledge on how Dalit women’s 
rights CSOs respond to the socio-political and religio-cultural constraints they face. It is this 
literature gap that this study seeks to fill.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
In this chapter we present the theory employed to guide our work and also conceptualize the 
salient concepts. However before this, we give a brief history of the origin of the Indian caste 
system. Since how the caste system operates in India influenced the theoretical paradigm this 
work employs, an overview of the historical antecedents of the caste system is necessary for 
understanding the theory and concepts used in this study.  
2. History and the origin of the caste system 
The Indian caste system is a historical and contemporary reality. As noted earlier, it is all 
pervasive and omnipresent. The caste system percolates all arenas whether it is politics, 
education system, religion, class, private or public life/sphere, forming the very backbone of 
the Indian society. The deep entrenchment of the caste system in the Indian society has been 
rightly articulated by Ambedkar in “Annihilation of Caste”, where he asserts: “Hindu society 
as such does not exist. It is only a collection of castes. Each caste is conscious of its existence. 
Its survival is the be all and end all of its existence” (Ambedkar, 1936: 50). Whether in 
academic debates or activists’ understanding, the Indian society has been identified as a distinct 
social realm governed by the caste system. Certainly understanding of the caste system, its 
origin and working functionality including its rules and regulation is essential to better grasp 
the present situation of Dalit women, the occupants of the lowest hierarchy of the Indian caste 
society. The origin and the evolution of the caste system will give an insight into the intersected 
problems faced by Dalit women owing to the triple oppression of first being Dalits (caste) and 
second being Dalit women and thus being the lowly ranked (class) among the lowest caste and 
thirdly being women (gender) in a deeply patriarchal society. 
So how did the Caste system originate? This question has been periodically debated within 
academic circles and yet there are no definite answers to it. There are numerous narratives by 
various anthropologists, sociologists and other academicians regarding the origin of the caste 
system (Bayly, 1999). No particular narrative regarding the origin of the caste system in India 
has acquired universal application and acceptance. The origin of the caste is therefore a subject 
that has been widely speculated (Blunt, 1931). Nonetheless, there are three broad perspectives 
which seek to answer the quintessential question of the origin of the caste system. They are 
Religious-mystical, Biological and Socio-historical perspectives. Whereas each of these 
perspectives have been contested (Sharma, 2005; Pruthi 2004; Bayly 1999; Blunt 1931; Dirks 
2001), their importance in enabling an understanding of the origin of the caste system in India 
cannot be negated. 
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2.1.1 The Biological perspective/narrative 
 The biological narrative describes how living things inherit three different qualities. For 
instance, Sattva include characteristics of wisdom, intelligence, honesty, etc (Pruthi 2004). 
These are qualities held in high regard to positions of power and influence in Indian society. 
The Rajas exhibit qualities like passion, pride and valour and are therefore associated with 
specific occupations. The last category is Tamas and their characteristics include dullness, 
stupidity, lack of creativity etc (Ibid.). Over time, these biological characteristics came to be 
further categorized into caste specifications that explain- to those that align themselves with 
this theoretical understanding, how the caste system came into being and propagated. 
In the biological understanding of caste, the highest caste order, Brahmans developed 
skills associated with Sattva. (Pruthi 2004). Desirable characteristics that allow Brahmans to 
hold occupations related to intelligence and wisdom, the reason why Brahmans are considered 
to be priests, scholars and teachers. Further elaborating on Pruthi’s understanding, Kshatrias 
and Vaisias possess Rajas qualities and the Sudras inherent Tamas qualities (Pruthi 2004). 
These narratives have become extremely important to understanding the configuration of the 
different caste groupings in India according to characteristics biologically inherited. The 
attribution of innate qualities associated to a specific caste order is eugenic thought. By placing 
people in lower positions in society according to attributes innately inherited, it allows for 
systemic power to be concentrated into a specific group of people. The historical system of 
categorization is what disenfranchises the Dalit community and forbids them from pursuing 
opportunities such as education outside their caste. 
 
2.1.2 Religious Narrative: 
Pruthi also examines the religious understanding of the emergence of the caste system. Most 
scholars seem to agree with the development of the four varnas. According to the Rig Veda, 
the ancient Hindu book, the primal man-Purush destroyed himself to create a human society. 
The different Varnas were created from different parts of his body. The Brahmans were created 
from his head; the Kshatrias from his hands; the Vaishias from his thighs and the Sudras from 
his feet. The Varna hierarchy is determined from the descending order of the different organs 
from which the Varnas were created (Pruthi 2004). The religious approach taken by some 
scholars explains why the caste system may have originated from Hindu thought. Blunt writes 
in “The Caste System in Northern India,” about how two different schools of thought may have 
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developed in seeking to provide understanding to the emergence of the caste system in India. 
Blunt explains how “castes are not all built on the same model: the system has grown up slowly 
and gradually, and castes which are of different origin are also of different nature” (Blunt, 
1931:23). According to Blunt, the older school bases the emergence on extreme antiquity and 
an outcome of the Brahmanical priestly order (Blunt 1931). The approach taken on by the old 
school of thought is problematic in the sense that critics argue, it primarily includes literature 
written by the Brahmans who were interested in maintaining their divine origin of an institution 
that was of great benefit to them (Ambedkar, 1946). The fact remains that although the 
emergence of caste is debated, the bridging characteristic is what Blunt explains as “a spirit of 
exclusiveness” (Blunt, 1931: 23). The exclusiveness does not allow people from different 
castes to participate and collaborate with one another. It further divides and creates a system of 
hierarchical segregation where one group triumphs over the other.  
 
2.1.3 Socio-historical narrative 
This perspective explains the origin of the caste system with the advent and consolidation of 
the Aryan civilization in India. The purpose of the arrival of the Aryans itself is a debated topic 
whether the Aryans as a race actually migrated to India, or whether they invaded India with a 
definite purpose of domination or even still whether they don’t possess a trans-Indian origin at 
all (Sharma, 2005). According to this narrative, the Aryans arrived in India around 1500 BC. 
Proponents of the socio-historical narrative argue that prior to the arrival of the Aryans in India, 
the other principal races were the Dravidians, Mongoloid, Negrito and the Austroloids. The 
Dravidians originally came from the Mediterranean region and were numerically and socially 
the most dominant race prior to the advent of the Aryan civilization in India. The people 
belonging to the Negrito race traced their origins to Africa and hence have physical 
resemblances to the people of the African continent; the Austroloids lineage can be traced to 
the aboriginals of Australia and hence bore physical resemblance to them, while the Mongoloid 
had their origins in China and possessed physical features similar to the people of China. 
(Pruthi, 2004). According to this perspective the Aryans were fair skinned people whose 
original homeland belonged in Europe. The origin of the Aryans to Europe can be traced in 
linguistic historical perspective. As per Dr. Bopp’s Comparative Grammar, there exists a 
common ancestral speech among many European and Asian languages which he terms as Indo-
Germanic. These Indo-Germanic languages are grouped together to be labelled as Aryan 
languages primarily because the Vedic language talks about Aryas and it also belongs to the 
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same family as the Indo-Germanic languages. This is the major premise to which the narrative 
about the Aryan race is based (Sharma, 2005). The fair skinned Aryan race considered the 
people of the other races who were primarily dark skinned to be inferior to them. The Aryans 
main contact was with the Dravidians who as stated above were the numerically dominant race 
in India. The Aryans began their conquests commencing from the North of India and slowly 
moving to the central regions and begin to establish and consolidate their civilization (Pruthi, 
2004). During the consolidation of their civilization, the Aryans forced the dark skinned 
Dravidians towards the South and other interior parts of India. The Aryans disregarded the 
local Dravidian culture and established a network of groups, known as varnas, to keep the 
Dravidian race in an inferior position primarily as their servants. The word Varna literally 
means colour.  This established network consisted of three groups namely the Brahmins, the 
Kshatriya and the Vaishyas. The Brahmins were considered to be priests, scholars and teachers 
who possessed the main body of knowledge. The Kshatriyas formed the warrior class. They 
were the kings and rulers. While the Vaishyas were the businessmen, traders, merchants and 
owners of agricultural land. This classification was primarily for the optimum functioning of 
the Aryans race. To ensure their superiority over the dark skinned Dravidians, the Aryans began 
to develop certain rules and regulations regarding marriage (endogamy), food habits, spatial 
and residential segregation, hereditary laws etc.  These rules permitted the Aryans to occupy 
positions in the three castes or Varnas mentioned above (i.e. Brahmins, Kshatriya and 
Vaishyas) while the Dravidians were subjected to occupy the fourth caste i.e. the Sudras or 
they did not belong to the Varna system and were considered the out-castes. The primary 
professional duty of the Sudras caste was to serve the three upper castes. With the passage of 
time, these rules became more rigid. Hereditary and endogamy came to assume particular 
importance. To maintain their supremacy over the dark skinned Dravidians and keep them at 
the lowest rung of the caste ladder, the professions began to become hereditary based and 
marriages were strictly endogamous i.e. within one’s own caste. This was done in order to keep 
the so called impure Dravidians (who were the Sudras or the out-castes) from polluting the 
pure breed of Aryan. Hence according to this perspective, the original inhabitants of India i.e. 
primarily the Dravidians came to occupy the Sudra caste or became the outcastes.  The Aryans 
also included all the other races or communities that existed in India into the Sudra caste or the 
out-caste. Here it might be noted, what is of special relevance is the concept of Jati 
(community). As professions in the caste system became more rigidly hereditary based, the 
families that practised the same professions were clubbed under one Jati; comprising of their 
own social rules, customs and traditions. Therefore, there were several Jatis within the caste-
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system. According to the socio-historical narratives, the caste system was created, propagated 
and institutionalized by the Aryans in order to maintain their hegemonic status over the 
Dravidians. It thus, was deeply embedded and rooted within the Indian sub-continent and 
continued to function with almost no opposition or counter hegemonic movements until the 
late 19th Century. 
 
2.2 The Socio-historical narrative and agency against the caste system and colonization 
We find the socio-historical narrative quite persuasive not only because of the social science 
context our work is situated but also how knowledge from this perspective has been used by 
some Dalit movements and anti-Brahmans supremacy activists to challenge the caste system. 
Also the socio-historical narrative was used by upper castes and Indian nationalists to challenge 
the British sense of supremacy to colonize India (Thapar, 1996).The Socio-historical approach 
as explained above, places a great emphasis on the category of race as one of the principal 
defining factors in reference to the origin of caste system. As argued by Romila Thapar (1996), 
the perspective is foundational to the interpretation of Indian history, Indian identity and the 
issue of Caste. Thapar adds that the narrative seems to have different interpretations of caste 
depending on the diverse claims that its interpreters seek to establish. Between 1849 –1874, 
Max Muller worked on linguistics with a focus on the language of Sanskrit via Vedic studies. 
He placed particular emphasis on the Rigveda which, according to him, was the keynote text 
in order to gain an understanding of Hinduism and understand the Indo-Aryan connection 
(Thapar, 1996). Muller’s findings align with the socio-historical perspective claim that the 
caste system originated from the segregation by the fair skinned Aryans of themselves from 
the native Indians (the dassas as stated in the Rigveda) they conquered and their use of series 
of continual methods/practices of domination and subjugation to position the native Indians 
(non-Aryans) as the lowest caste. This became an epicenter in conceptualizing Indian history 
(Thapar, 1996). The Aryan narrative of linking caste and race (along with linguistics) has 
therefore been used by several thinkers, caste groups, social movements as well as political 
parties for different purposes depending on their agenda. For instance the Dalit movement as 
well as other non-Brahman movement used the Aryan narratives, to contest the superiority 
claims made by Brahmans, by identifying themselves as the original inhabitants of the land as 
stated in the Rigveda wherein they were termed as dassas who were the indigenous people and 
the Aryans (i.e. the Brahmans and upper caste Hindus) were the invaders from central Asia and 
hence were the outsiders. On the other hand, the upper caste Hindus and nationalists during the 
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freedom struggle of India, used the socio-historical narrative to instil a sense of pride and self-
confidence among the Indians by stating that the colonizers and the colonized shared the same 
origin (ancestry, lineage). On the basis of these claims, the British right to rule over India 
(which was sanctioned on the basis of instilling a feeling of inferiority among the Indians as a 
race) was questioned (Thapar, 1996).  
 
2.3 Conceptualization 
2.3.1 Intersectionality 
Intersectionality is a term first coined by feminist author Kimerle Crenshaw in 1989. Since 
then, it has been one of the most important theories that have emerged from the field of feminist 
studies. By using intersectionality as a theoretical approach, we can see how multiple 
inequalities intersect and in doing so change each other (Walby, 2011). Methodologically, 
intersectionality has been contested as a paradigm and therefore can be considered a fluid 
process. The important aspect of utilizing intersectionality as a methodological approach is in 
understanding the various levels of oppression faced by people on a local and global level. 
Viewing intersectionality as a fluid process is fundamental to accurately depict the experiences 
of people across varying boundaries and how while all social divisions share some features and 
are concretely constructed by/intermeshed with each other, it is important also to note that they 
are not reducible to each other (Davis, 2011; Walby, 2011). As Davis elaborates, “each social 
division has a different ontological basis” (Davis, 2011:27).  
Writers, like Kimberle Crenshaw, Bell Hooks and Patricia Hill Collins use 
intersectionality to shed light on the experiences of Black women in the United States 
oppressed by race, gender and class (hooks, 2000; Hill, 2000; Krenshaw, 1989). Other authors 
such as Davis use it in a much broader perspective to analyze social stratification as a whole 
because it does not “prioritize one facet or category of social difference” (Davis, 2011:27) 
One important aspect present in most literature focused on intersectionality stresses that 
no homogeneity exists across understanding varying women’s experiences with oppression. 
Rather, it is beneficial to the approach of sensibility of diversity within commonality, which 
accepts one’s differences in experiences but looks at how they intersect and can be similar. 
“Intersectional paradigms make important contributions to analyzing the relationships between 
knowledge and empowerment- they shed new light on how domination is organized” (Collins 
2000:228). Collins (2000) makes note of a method of understanding intersectionality by which 
refers to as “matrix of domination which describes overall social organization within which 
intersecting oppressions originate, develop, and are contained (Collins 2000:228). For instance, 
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this approach can be seen as a historically specific composition of power in which social groups 
are embedded and which they aim to influence (Collins 2000). The difference is how 
domination is structured within specific group i.e. the historically embedded caste system in 
India and Dalit women’s position under group structure. In the case of Dalit women, 
intersectionality is an important approach in order to fully grasp the “triple discrimination” they 
suffer. Dalit women’s marginalization is not just solely based on gender but also caste/race and 
class--- important factors that contribute to the overall outlook in Dalit’s women’s mission to 
empower themselves locally and transnationally. 
However, to be able to successfully employ intersectionality in this study, how we ‘measure’ 
it will be very fundamental. The measurement issue becomes even more quintessential when 
viewed in the light that intersectionality as explained earlier was used to shed light on the 
experiences of Black women in the United States. As noted elsewhere the values, socialization 
processes and the categories of women in India are different from as pertained in the West. 
Again as noted by Davis, as with any complex social theory, understanding the approach 
theoretically is vastly different in practicality (Davi, 2011). The issue of measuring 
‘intersectionality’ therefore becomes more challenging.  
Nevertheless, Yural- Davis provides an extensive approach that seems all encompassing and 
could be broadly applicable to many communities and contexts. Davis emphasises on the 
following: 
-Data collection, which depends on the availability of desegregated data of various social, legal 
and identity categories of women; 
-Contextual analysis, which would probe ‘beneath the single identity to discover other 
identities that may be present and contribute to the situation of disadvantage; 
-Intersectional review of policy initiatives and systems of implementation in terms of their 
efficacy in addressing the problems faced by different intersectional identities; 
-Implementation of intersectional policy initiatives based on the above; (Davis, 2011:7). Also, 
Collins (2000) provides an approach to analysing intersectionality. Collins refers to four 
specific points, each geared towards the lived experiences of Black women: 
-alternative epistemology based on and built upon lived experience. 
-Use of dialogue rather than debate. She elaborates on this alternative approach by claiming 
that much knowledge produced in academia is based and assessed through adversarial debate. 
Dialogue would therefore imply that knowledge emerges through dialogue.  
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-Ethics of caring- removing the Eurocentric binary break, that intellect and emotion cannot 
coexist. Rather taking an approach that is holistic where thoughts are not separated from 
feelings. 
-Personal accountability- Knowledge is built upon lived experience. (Collins 2000:33). To 
address the measurement challenge, we will use these approaches suggested by Davis (2011) 
and Collins (2000) and situate them in Channa (2013) “Indian Feminism” framework (which 
resonates with the Indian context) to identify and reflect on how the caste, gender and class of 
Dalit women intersect and interact to produce the oppression and discrimination they face. 
 
2.3.2 Class 
In class analyses two perspectives are often highlighted: the Marxian notion of class and 
Weberian notion of class.  Marx’s whole concept is built on the capitalist system. Marx traces 
the development of capitalism by historicising the development of the stages of human 
societies. Marx capitalist economic analysis emphasises on the status of the two main classes 
the (bourgeoisies and the proletariats) in the production process.  The bourgeoisies constitute 
the owners of capital while the proletariats provide labour (Edgell, 1993). Weber on the other 
hand rejects the Marxian conception of classes in society as two homogeneous groups. 
Weberian notion of class emphasises on stratification and hierarchy arguing that Marxian 
notion of class glosses over sub groups and subtypes. Weber not only analysed different forms 
of social stratification, but also differentiated between a number of positively privileged 
classes, negatively privileged classes and middle classes, and distinguished between class 
situations and constellations of class situations. His conception of the structure of social 
stratification in general, and class structure in particular is thus complex and heterogeneous 
(Edgell, 1993). However, the key thread that runs through both Marxian and Weberian notions 
of class is that society is structured into groups/social classes and these classes go with status 
which could be higher or lower. Generally, people in higher classes profit from their given 
status whereas those in lower statuses are negatively impacted by their class. The patriarchal 
organization of social life subordinates women to men. As a result, class analysis feature 
prominently in feminist research, politics and theory. In “Feminism is for Everybody: 
Passionate Politics”, Hooks argues that “class” has a strong impact on the role of women in 
society. She contends that class means more than just belonging to a certain group in a society 
due to economic relations in a capitalist system. In her view, the whole socialization process is 
relevant in shaping the class identity of women and their role in the society (Hooks, 2000). In 
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this study the mention of class relates to the position or status of Dalit women as the lowly 
ranked people in the Indian caste system.  
 
2.3.3 Gender 
Gender is a hugely politicized concept. Many theorists argue that sex is biological (that is, 
‘natural’) and gender is social (or ‘cultural’). So such theories accept that gendered behaviours 
are largely a product of socialisation, i.e., they are constructed through interaction with society 
and vary according to social and historical context. This way of thinking about gender is 
generally known as a constructivist account (see Shepherd, 2010). On the other hand, some 
scholars claim that there are gendered social behaviours that issue directly from biological sex 
– for example, women are inherently more peaceful than men, mothering comes naturally to 
women, men are usually more aggressive than women and so on. This is known as an 
essentialist account of gender as it rests on the assumption that there is an ‘essence’ of 
man/woman that determines behaviour in spite of socialisation (Ibid: 7). Other scholars reject 
the “crude sex binaries” conceptualization and see gender as “a performance, a series of 
representations” (Shepherd, 2010:7). This approach is called “discursive”. The discursive 
approach urges that gendered behaviours must be looked as ‘representations of gender’. 
Importantly, unlike the essentialist account, the discursive account does not seek to find a ‘doer 
behind the deed’ of gendered behaviours – the ‘doer’ is at once produced by and productive of 
their representations. There is also the rejection of the synonymization of “gender” to “women” 
(Ibid). Nonetheless, there is something uniquely crucial about the project of using “women” in 
place of “gender”. As argued by Foster, an emphasis on “gender” erodes the focus of feminists’ 
politics and erases the “woman” category on which so much of feminist theory, politics and 
research are based (Foster, 1999 cited in Lorber, 2011). The Woman’s Feminists approach 
argues that “the experience of female bodies and sexuality produces a common and stable 
identity - woman” (Lorber, 2011: 38). The approach therefore rejects the concept of gender 
because it downplays the distinctive qualities of women - their relationship to their bodies and 
sexuality and their special view-points in male dominated and cultures.  Even though, we agree 
that gender relates to men and women, the focus of Woman’s Feminists approach and its 
emphasis on the “woman” category, the oppression of women and the special view-points and 
unique experiences of women in patriarchal cultures resonates well with the direction of our 
work. Sequel to this, when we use gender in this study, we refer to the Dalit women who are at 
the heart of the oppressive caste system pertaining in India.  
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2.3.4 Social movement 
Tarrow argues that a social movement can be understood in the light of a network of groups of 
people with an informal or formal structure and certain aims, which is the reason for their 
coming together. They could be influenced by political, economic and social situation in a 
society but the key character is their consciousness as a civil population organized to do 
something about the problematic or inconvenient situation that influenced their formation 
(Tarrow, 1998). When movement or social movement is mentioned in our work, we use it to 
denote the group of people (may or may not be Dalit women) who have come together to fight 
the injustices and discrimination against Dalit women in India.   
We note that Dalit movement against caste injustices transcend the borders of India. In order 
to raise awareness of their status, Dalit rights movements are utilizing a transnational approach 
to mobilize and make their case heard around the world. As would be seen in our analysis, the 
CSOs forge alliances with and have affiliates in places outside of India. The Dalit community 
forges networks transnationally to not only elevate their cause outside of India but to get 
support and solidarity from other organizations and thus employing a transnational activism 
approach. Keck & Sikkink (1999) define transnational activism as including “those actors 
working internationally on an issue, who are bound together by shared values, a common 
discourse and dense exchanges of information and services” (p.98).  
Scholars such as Upasana Mahanta have discussed transnational advocacy networks as a 
cultural phenomenon in regional and international politics (Mahanta 2012). She further 
elaborates that new links are being built among actors in civil societies, allowing for more 
opportunities for dialogue and exchange (Mahanta 2012).  In particular, “the Dalit women’s 
movement in India [have] established cross-border collective action so as to internationalize 
the domestic grievances of Dalit women” (Mahanta 2012:140). Local Dalit women’s 
organizations are aligning themselves with other international organizations so that they can 
contexualize their domestic struggles on the frontlines of other global concerns. According 
Mahanta, after noticing that the two larger movements emerging out of the post-independence 
period ---the women’s movement and the Dalit movement--- which during that time never drew 
on the intersections of caste and gender, Dalit women went on to create movements that 
represented their identity rather than suppress it. They were feeling alienated from the women’s 
movement in India and the Dalit movement, which mostly represented men. (Mahanta 2012) 
In the larger global picture, it was around the 1980’s and 1990’s when Dalit women, along with 
other global women’s movement began aligning themselves with the politics of difference 
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outlook, which demonstrates the need for intersectional feminism. One of the main reasons 
Dalit women felt the need to seek international platforms in order to change the behavior of the 
state, which has failed to recognize their rights (Keck and Sikkink 1999). By garnering 
international recognition, it creates a moral expectation for the state to alleviate the Dalits of 
the downtrodden conditions they are subjected to. We will demonstrate in the later part of this 
work how the Dalit women’s rights CSOs are employing this transnational advocacy networks 
to tackle especially the state level challenges they face.  
2.3.5 Race  
The term 'race' has different translations. German authoress Birgit Rommelspacher connects 
works with this term in a historical way and its roots to colonialism. According to her, 'race' 
was used to describe and to differentiate between the white colonizers and the non-white 
colonized population. First of all the divided groups received implied features, which were 
constructed and generalized by the colonizers. Later these features turned into a naturally given 
one. From there it was concluded that each race inherit certain features which are not 
changeable and which make them a 'powerful' or 'primitive' 'race'. At this point, one can 
understand that Rommelspacher is striking the biological origin of the term 'race' coming from 
the history of colonization. (Rommelspacher 2009). Stuart Hall argues that the term 'race' is 
still relevant today because it still serves as basis for people’s action. Hall’s notion of race 
emphasises on skin colour arguing that skin colour today is schematically used to among others 
exclude certain groups of people of society, give them less resources than others. As per Hall 
if this way of discrimination becomes connected to a consciousness to construct power then a 
“racist ideology” is formed (Hall, 2000:7). Balibar expands the issue and contend that today's 
racism does not rely on constructed biological differences (skin colour) only, but on culture as 
well and this reasoning is central to the idea of “Neo-racism” (Balibar, 1992). The term “race” 
therefore becomes very stretchable. In our discussion of the history of the Indian caste system, 
we observed from the socio-historical narrations that today’s India caste is linked to the 
conquering by the “white” Aryans of the native Indians who were the “black” Dravidians. The 
black Dravidians eventually became the outcastes who are today called Dalits. We employ the 
concept race in our work to reflect on how skin colour is serving as the basis of the oppression 
and discrimination against Dalit women. 
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2.4 Feminists Theory 
2.4.1. Feminist Theory - a brief introduction 
In this section, we briefly introduce feminist theory, which later will be employed as the 
theoretical framework for our analysis. What is feminism? Who is a feminist? These questions 
and their corollaries are raised every day, by activists in the contemporary women's movement, 
by scholars, in the press, and in informal conversation. However, feminists themselves are yet 
to agree on what constitutes feminism. To many people, inside and outside of academia, the 
word "feminism" continues to inspire controversy and arouse a visceral response (anti-male 
sentiments) (Offen, 1988; Hooks, 2000). Hooks suggests “feminism is a movement to end 
sexism, sexist exploitation, and oppression” (Hooks, 2000:1). The strength of definitions such 
as this is that it implies that all sexist thinking and action is the problem, whether those who 
perpetuate it are female or male, child or adult. It is also broad enough to include an 
understanding of systemic institutionalized sexism (patriarchy). However, analytically, it may 
not be sufficient for feminism in some quarters’ is regarded not just as ‘movement’ but also as 
an ‘ideology’. For instance, Offen sees feminism as a concept that encompasses “both an 
ideology and a movement for socio-political change based on a critical analysis of male 
privilege and women's subordination within any given society” (Offen, 1988:151). Generally 
feminism whether conceived as an ideology or a movement opposes women's subordination to 
men in the family and society; offers a frontal challenge to patriarchal thought and social 
organization. It seeks to destroy masculinist hierarchy but not sexual dualism. Feminism is 
necessarily pro-woman. However, it does not follow that it must be anti-man. Broadly, 
feminism makes claims for a rebalancing between women and men of the social, economic, 
and political power within a given society, on behalf of both sexes in the name of their common 
humanity, but with respect for their differences (Offen, 1988; Hooks, 2000). The use of 
feminist arguments in our work is appropriate for us to be able to identify, take note and reflect 
on how Indian patriarchal norms account for the situation of Dalit women as well as the way 
the Civil Society Organizations respond to such challenges. We note however that feminism is 
a western concept and therefore, the inner differentiation of Indian women and the Indian caste 
context make a wholesale application of feminism conceived in western terms inapposite. 
Indeed Western forms of feminism have been critiqued by many anthropological works dealing 
with non-western communities (Channa, 2013). This means that for us to be able to employ 
the feminist lens to reflect on the Indian context effectively, adaptation is imperative. This is 
where Channa’s notion of “Indian feminism” becomes crucial to our work.  
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2.4.2 Indian Feminism 
In Gender in South Asia, Subhadra Mitra Channa underscores some striking differences in 
Western feminism and what she calls Indian feminism. She argues that the term feminism itself 
is fraught with difficulties as unlike Western women who fought for a place in the public 
domain, the Indian women began first by fighting for improved situation within the domestic 
domain. In the West, feminism was the label given to women’s struggle for the right to vote 
and to have legislations allowing them to have legal and political rights, most of which was 
granted to South Asian women in an uncontested fashion - every woman in India could vote 
after 1947, when India became an independent democracy (Channa, 2013). Whereas the 
orientation of contemporary western feminism is geared towards being recognized and given 
rights as women, in India, this mode of thinking has not been accepted in totality and the case 
of Dalit women clearly evidences this (ones, 2014; Kumar, 2013; Irudayam, Mangubhai & Lee, 
2006; Luitel, 2003). She argues that the label of ‘being a feminist’ was stigmatized by a major 
portion of Indian society, by both men and women, as it was associated with being ‘too 
Western’, ‘elitist’ and ‘non-feminine’. In India, Channa argues, the emphasis is on “women as 
social activists, fighting for a cause, than fighting for feminine liberation” which western 
feminism is orientated towards (Ibid: 90). One of the key issues of Western individualistic 
feminism has been the right of a single woman to live independently, in a non-family existence. 
However the case of India is different.  In India, people are embedded in extended familial 
relationships. The majority of unmarried women continue to live with parents, siblings, nieces 
and nephews, and so on (Ibid). Even if they are not actually living with them, these relatives 
are an intrinsic part of their existence as social beings. It is only in the very cosmopolitan and 
urban cities that one may find some women striking it out on their own, but they too have 
parents, siblings, etc., who may be located elsewhere (Ibid). Thus individuality and individual 
rights as a woman are values of Western cultures. But in India individuality counts less than 
other identification points like the family. The implication is that in India, unlike in the west, 
women have extended family relations to fall on for emotional and other support. In effect, the 
Indian woman and the westerner may all have patriarchy to contest, however the differences in 
their social support systems may mean that they are differentially impacted by it. Accordingly, 
as argued by Channa, “to analyse women’s movements in India, it is not possible to have a 
blanket categorization and the analysis needs to be rooted in the inner differentiation of the 
categories of women” (Channa, 2013:89). The contextual experiences of women as against 
uniform construction is therefore crucial to understanding the case in India and this explains 
our employing standpoint feminism as our epistemological approach.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
3. Methodology 
This chapter contains a presentation of our research design, tools, techniques and procedures 
for our data gathering and analysis and also provides a discussion of and argumentations for 
the choice of methods applied to deliver a thorough answer to the problem stated. 
 
3.1 Research design 
The ultimate aim of this study is to examine how Dalit women’s rights CSOs respond to the 
socio-political and religio-cultural challenges they face in India. We sought to deliver answer 
to our research question in the light of feminist theory. To arrive at a reliable conclusion, we 
use iterative approach. Instead of deductive approach, which takes its point of departure from 
theory, and induction, which takes its starting point from findings, iteration allows us to move 
back and forth between theory and findings (Bryman, 2008 cited in Meisner-Jensen, 2011:17). 
Furthermore, iterative approach allows us the freedom to discuss upcoming findings along the 
way in the process of writing. 
Figure 1: Iterative Research Approach 
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3.3 Epistemology - Standpoint Feminism 
Standpoint feminism maintains women as a particular subject defined by physical bodies, yet 
understands the meaning that these bodies hold to be constituted through socially powerful 
understandings of femininity and masculinity (Hansen, 2010). There is a particular focus on 
marginalized women as these are particularly disadvantaged, yet systematically overlooked 
(Ibid; Ackerley & True, 2010). Standpoint feminism points out that one should not take 
femininity and masculinity to be uniform constructions that are identical across time and place. 
Contemporary standpoint feminism sees women’s inequality as connected to others issues and 
inequalities. Thus identity is conceived as “not only by gender but by ethnicity, class and race” 
(Hansen, 2010:23). This is linked to the concept of intersectionality. The use of standpoint 
feminism as our epistemological approach is justified because as observed by Jones, Dalit 
women are subjected to multiple forms of discrimination on the basis of not only their caste, 
but also class and gender (Jones, 2014). They thus suffer what Kumar calls “triple 
discrimination” (Kumar, 2013). The intersectionality lens that standpoint feminism avails will 
be invaluable to our examination of how the caste, class and gender of Dalit women interact to 
account for their situation.   
                                              
3.4 Data collection 
We relied on two sources of data for this study: primary and secondary data. The primary data 
was elicited from skype interviews with representatives of Shaikshanik Vikas Kendra (SSVK), 
Lok Shakti Sanghatan and Dalit Freedom Network (DFN-UK). We teased out the thematic 
issues, especially the levels of challenges that impact on advancing Dalit women’s rights and 
put them to our interlocutors to find out how they respond to them. The idea was to examine 
how the CSOs tackle the cumbersome challenges embedded in Indian socio-political and 
religio-cultural environment in advocating for Dalit women’s rights. On the secondary data, 
we did internet research on existing empirical studies in order to locate and access bibliographic 
materials available online, such as blogs, journals, newspaper articles, official documents, 
NGO reports, library databases and so on. We engaged in an explorative data collection 
strategy followed by an extensive snowball sampling strategy to guide us to the most cited and 
debated writings on the different elements of our research problem. This provided us with a 
relevant and broad perspective on the situation of the Dalit women. The techniques and 
procedures we made use of in our online data collection (discussed below) are e.g. document 
analysis of static online documents, which have been placed on the internet for the purpose of 
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dissemination. Apart from these, our informal conversations with representatives of various 
Dalit women’s rights civil society organizations as well as individual Dalit women which could 
not be culminated into formal interviews on account of various reasons, also form a crucial part 
of our secondary data. 
 
3.5 Advantages and challenges of the sources of data used 
Some of the advantages of collecting secondary data through internet inquiry or secondary 
internet research are that it is cost-effective and provide access to large volumes of data 
(Hewson & Laurant, 2008). This, however, is also related to one of the most common pitfalls 
of using this method, as the vast volumes of data requires a thorough verification and 
authentication of source information for credibility and reliability purposes. We sought to 
reduce this problem of credibility of information by relying extensively on data from peer-
reviewed journals, reputable NGOs like Human Rights Watch, Amnesty International, and 
international organisations such as the UN. In respect of our primary data, our use of interview 
as data collection tool served well its purpose of helping researchers to elicit “continually new 
insights into the subjects lived world [experience]” (Kvale et al, 2009:123). By resorting to 
interview, we were able to get the Dalit women’s rights organizations to share deep experiential 
insights into their operations without going to India. However, we note also that our use of 
skype interview also came with some levels of challenges which are well discussed in the 
limitations section below. 
 
3.6 Content analysis 
Content analysis is the “process of categorizing qualitative textual data into clusters of similar 
entities, or conceptual categories, to identify consistent patterns and relationships between 
variables or themes” (Julien, 2008:121). The idea behind document analysis is to reduce data 
and to make sense of it and we did so having at the back of our minds that texts are always 
open to subjective interpretation and also that the caste system is one huge political subject. To 
draw valid and reliable conclusions in doing document analysis, Julien (2008) admonishes 
researchers to conduct iterative analyses, seek negative or contradictory examples, seek 
confirmatory data through methodological triangulation, and support conclusions with 
examples. We sought to do this throughout the work whenever possible and necessary. 
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3.7 Profile of studied institutions  
(1) Samajik Shaikshanik Vikas Kendra (SSVK) 
Samajik Shaikshanik Vikas Kendra, was formally formed in 1986 by a higher caste Indian 
called Mr. Deepak Bharti to address the issues of the marginalized sections of Bihar – which 
is one of India’s poorest states as well as home to one of the largest populations to the Schedule 
Castes, Schedule Tribes and Other Backward Class (OBCs).  The work of uplifting the 
marginalized segments began much before the formalization of Samajik Shaikshanik Vikas 
Kendra into an NGO with Mr. Bharti (its founder) involved in student movement of Bihar in 
1974, followed by his career as an active journalist. Since its inception, the Organization has a 
broad based objective of fighting poverty, injustice, corruption and building livelihood 
programs, which strengthen the ideals of democracy at the rural level. It seeks to eliminate 
discrimination and exploitation based on caste, gender, religion and race. Samajik Shaikshanik 
Vikas Kendra lays special emphasis on the Dalit Community and women with the aim of 
empowering them through networking and mobilization at the grass root level involving their 
participation in democratic processes. The organization seeks to develop, protect and ensure 
social, economic as well as legal rights of Dalit women with their participation and activism. 
Specific programs are built and implemented by Dalit women themselves, thereby empowering 
them at the advocacy, policy and decision making levels. Since its formal inception in 1986, 
Samajik Shaikshanik Vikas Kendra has come a long way, expanding over 1709 villages in 
Bihar influencing 1,62,355 families and continues to work with the Dalit community, 
empowering them through a combination of collective mobilization, awareness building, as 
well as promotion of economic, social and legal rights.   
 
(2) Lok Shakti Sanghtan  
Lok Shakti Sanghtan has been the community network organization of Samajik Shaikshanik 
Vikas Kendra (SSVK) and works towards upliftment of socially and economically 
downtrodden communities, with special focus on the Dalit community in the state of Bihar. 
The uniqueness of the Lok Shakti Sanghtan is that it relies primarily on people’s mobilization 
and protest marches which also includes awareness building among the Dalit community. It 
also works with other grass root level organizations in Bihar. The Lok Shakti Sanghatan while 
working under and alongside other NGOs, is itself an umbrella organization for many smaller 
unregistered organizations in the rural areas of the Indian state of Bihar. Its primary objectives 
are similar to those of Samajik Shaikshanik Vikas Kendra, with an intent focus on poverty 
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eradication, and fighting against caste based injustices. It is a people’s organization i.e. it 
comprises of people who are the victims of discrimination based on caste, gender, race and 
resource access 
(3) Dalit Freedom Network (UK) 
Established in the year 2001, Dalit Freedom Network: UK, works in partnership Dalit Freedom 
Network: India with a focus on Dalit community and specifically education of Dalit children 
and Dalit women who are victims of human trafficking and slavery. Dalit Freedom Network: 
UK is a part of Dalit Freedom Alliance, which is a global network comprising of NGOs and 
individuals working for the Dalit community. It works with different grass root level 
organizations in India seeking to end sex trafficking, temple prostitution, and slavery among 
Dalit women. Its objective involves ensuring the Dalit community (especially women and 
children) its social, civil, economic and legal rights through different methods which include 
organizing awareness programs via seminars and conferences, grass root level mobilization 
and collective action, working in close contact with the Human Rights Commission and other 
Dalit organizations, developing specific programs and projects tailored to suit Dalit women. It 
also serves as a fund mobilization agency for Dalit Freedom Network-India. 
 
3.8 Transcript 
Transcriptions are the interpretations of spoken words, as heard by the person doing the 
transcription. For reasons like audibility problems (especially when using mediums like 
skyping in our case), recording hitches etc., it is all possible that a transcript may not completely 
reflect the actual opinion of the speaker. In our case the interviews were originally conducted 
not in English (except one) and some of the words did not easily translate into English from 
the local languages. So we had to in such cases represent them with a combination of words. 
This can potentially lead to losing the original meanings of such words. The primary qualitative 
data used for this study are transcripts of the interviews conducted on skype (see appendixes) 
with the representatives of the above named institutions.   
 
3.9 Limitations of our work 
(a)     Our ‘outsider’ status 
We found it very difficult to penetrate the organizations working with the Dalit women. We 
contacted 19 organizations but only 3 wrote back to us and we attribute this challenge to our 
‘outsider’ statuses. By ‘outsiders’ what we are trying to convey is the caste, racial, class and 
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nationality based dynamics of each of our group members which served as strong barriers in 
developing contacts and more importantly trust with the Civil Society Organizations. Three of 
the four members of the group were viewed as privileged non- Indians while the Indian was 
also viewed as a privileged Indian belonging to the so called higher caste (as popular surnames 
in India gives out one’s caste identity). Conducting interviews from a country (i.e. Denmark) 
that the informants cannot relate to or in some cases are not aware of its existence, develops 
psychological barriers in the minds of the informants of the interviewer being someone from a 
‘distant land’ not in sync with the realities of the Indian sub-continent and certainly not a remote 
village in some of India’s poorest states (Bihar and Utter Pradesh). In fact one of the 
organizations was prepared to give us every information we may need for our work only on 
condition that we go to India and stay with the Dalit women for one week. We are not able to 
deny that this might have worked against our ability to extract/obtain sensitive information 
from the studied organizations.  
 
(b)    Time constraints: 
Keeping in mind the first obstacle, being an ‘outsider’ who cannot be trusted by the Dalit 
community meant that we would require more time, in order to build trust with the 
organizations especially those based in the rural areas. Trust being such an eminent factor in 
any research involving sensitive issues in our case caste discriminations - sexual violence 
including rape, physical violence, and dignity related issues; requires time and more 
importantly on field experience, both of which were lacking in our research 
 
(c)     Lack of field based experience 
Owing to lack of resources, limited time and other commitments, we were unable travel to 
India. We believe that had we the opportunity for fieldwork including participant observation 
specifically in rural areas of India within the Dalit community or / and internships with the civil 
society organizations would have added further information to our research. This would have 
immensely helped us understand and appreciate first-hand the challenges faced by the Dalit 
women (and the civil society organizations working towards their cause) through daily 
interactions with them as well as how they respond to the same. 
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(d)  Language Barriers: 
Another major barrier to our research, was the language barrier specifically because we were 
trying to contact rural grass root level Dalit women's rights CSOs. Here we must understand 
that the CSOs are predominantly operated by people belonging to the Dalit community (except 
DFN-UK which are headed by foreigners but are heavily staffed by Dalits anyway and SSVK 
founded by an upper caste man), who in most cases have no access to English based education 
and hence don’t speak the language. Therefore knowledge of their language becomes primarily 
essential. While three of the four group members do not speak any of the Indian languages 
owing to their respective nationalities, limiting them to establishing contact with primarily 
CSOs based in urban areas who possess the knowledge of English language. Here we may add 
that while the CSOs in urban areas do manage to communicate in English, there were 
hindrances related to differences in dialects/accents between the interviewers and interviewees 
coupled with long distance Skype connectivity disturbances. While one of our group member’s 
is an Indian national, we must specify that the Dalit community is spread throughout India in 
different states, each one speaking their own state language and further with its own 
community/village dialect and jargons. The group member of Indian nationality was not 
familiar with all the twenty- eight Indian state languages and thus the interviews had to be 
restricted to those states whose languages we were familiar with. India being a multi-lingual 
country and with the Dalit communities speaking different languages (depending on state 
location) certainly prohibit us from having a pan-India view of Dalit women's rights CSOs. 
Translating some words into English as noted elsewhere was also a huge challenge. While 
taking serious note of the challenges mentioned above, we argue that they essentially do not 
assume away the explorative strength of our work in terms of availing understanding about 
how Dalit women’s rights CSOs in India respond to the socio-political and religio-cultural 
challenges they face and in terms of its future relevance as secondary source of information for 
other students who may desire to write on caste, civil society and feminist’ organizations. 
·        
CHAPTER FOUR 
4 Analysis 
4.1 Introduction 
This section contains analyses of how Dalit women’s rights CSOs respond to the levels of 
challenges imposed on their activities by the socio-political and religio-cultural configuration 
of the Indian environment. We reflect on the data gathered from our interviews by juxtaposing 
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them against the literature on the subject in the light of the feminists’ theories. In no order of 
particular importance, we analyse how the CSOs respond to Hindu based challenges followed 
by family level, community and then institutional/state level challenges respectively.  
 
4.2 Response to the Hindu religion challenges 
As elaborated elsewhere in this report, the oppression and misery of Dalit women are sourced 
to the Indian caste system which is rooted in Hindu doctrines embedded in which are patriarchal 
norms which stereotype and devalue Dalit women and their role in the household, community 
and the larger society (Jones, 2014; Kumar, 2013; Irudayam, et al, 2006; Agarwal, 1999). Also, 
Strachey notes that the caste system has modeled India and hold it in fetters rendering true 
social life and progress impossible, barring out altruism, unity and patriotism, yet it enlists the 
support of the Indian peoples by appealing to the authority of their ancient sacred Hindu books 
(Strachey, 1915 cited in Riser-Kositsky, 2009). Siddaramu (2013) argues that Indians are more 
influenced by Hindu Manusmriti than Indian constitution. All the studies cited above point to 
one thing: That the Hindu Religion is exceedingly fundamental to the caste system and actually 
serves as the lifeblood for its continuous existence. Religious beliefs and dogmas generally 
become part of the followers’ social and sub consciousness and are always considered 
sacrosanct. As a result, opposing ideas and projects are considered blasphemous. In this regard, 
given that Hindu doctrines sanction as legitimate what is considered discrimination, oppression 
and abuse of the rights of Dalit women, asserting Dalit women’s right which is precisely what 
the Dalit women’s rights CSOs do, will be naturally considered by Hindus as an attempt to 
defame the injunctions of their sacred religion. As observed by Ambedkar, such projects 
against Hindu-sanctioned discriminations “are bound to act like atomic bombs on the dogmas 
of the Arya Samajists [Hindu followers]” (Ambedkar, 1946:6). It is against this backdrop that 
we sought in this section to find out how the Dalit women’s rights organisations respond to 
challenges which are Hinduism related in order for their project of fighting for equitable 
treatment of Dalit women not to be misconstrued by high caste Hindus as machinations to 
defame and blaspheme their religion.  Responding to our inquiry on how they relate to Hindu 
based challenges, one of our interlocutors from Samajik Shaikshanik Vikas Kendra stated that 
they situate the fight for the rights of Dalit women as a national or Indian problem not 
necessarily a Hindu matter. As a result the issue takes a “political” twist and “gain the 
attention of the media and human rights bodies”. In this way Dalit women’s rights become 
more than a cause against the Hindu religion but one that pertains to their identities as Indians 
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and as human beings – namely their inalienable human rights. Besides making the issue one of 
national identity and human rights problem, one way the Dalit rights activists tackle the Hindu 
problem is to appeal to the persons of the high caste Hindus. Thus the interlocutor submitted: 
“I have started this revolution from my home, I have made sure my mother stopped old 
practices that would differentiate between high caste and Dalits”. By adopting a personal one 
to one approach like at the household level as evidenced in the submission reproduced above, 
the activists persuade into the personal moral consciousness of the high caste Hindus not their 
religious sensibilities. It then becomes a matter of the high caste Hindus accepting their fellow 
human beings (Dalit women) as such and not violating their religious doctrines necessarily. 
We note however that the high caste Hindus have generally not yielded into accepting the 
problems of Dalit women as one of a national not religious challenge. This is in spite of the 
fact that some of the people working with the NGOs and fighting for the Dalit women are 
themselves high caste people. One of our interlocutors stated: “We have seen that [some upper] 
Caste Hindus have become even more anti- Dalit when Dalits try to revolt against the 
oppressions and the women face the worse brunt of this cross-fire via sexual assaults and 
rape”. As stated by one of our respondents, the problem is one of mentality and will easily not 
go away confirming the arguments of the likes of Riser-Kositsky, (2009) & Siddaramu (2013) 
that the caste system is more than a social system but rather a congenital instinct, an all-
pervading principle of attraction and repulsion.  
In most cases, in respect of phenomena which are sanctioned by religion, those who become 
victims and suffer unjustly the extreme sanctions of the dogma themselves become zealots, 
docile and come to accept the status quo and such arrangements as not only inevitable but also 
divinely determined and as such inerrant. Mencher captures the case of the Indian caste system 
as follows: 
 The traditional view of Indian social structure, which appears codified 
as early as the law of Manu, assumes that hierarchy is accepted by all as 
an inevitable part of human existence. It assumes that each person 
accepts his niche and his relationship to others above and below him, 
and believes that he is in that position because of his actions in former 
lives. Hierarchy in Indian society is considered to be essentially ritual 
(Mencher in Channa, & Mencher, 2013:157). 
 
 As a result, given that all the atrocities and discrimination against Dalit women are sanctioned 
by the Hindu religion, the expectation was that it will condition the Dalit women to be zealots, 
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passive, weak and accept the status quo as inevitable and divinely determined limiting any 
agency on their part.  However, the opposite is the case. Our interlocutors were unanimous that 
there is high agency on the part of the Dalit women to mobilize and deal with the caste issue, 
validating (Channa, & Mencher, (2013) and Upadhyay, (2010) argument that Dalit women’s 
rights movements and liberatory agency have been intensified in India. Indeed, many of the 
Dalit women’s rights organizations are constituted by groups of Dalit women themselves who 
have come together to fight the injustices and oppressions incidental to the caste system. As 
noted by Channa, & Mencher, Dalits “almost totally reject the worldview of the upper castes; 
they are not at all agreeable to viewing themselves as rightfully situated in a position that they 
deserve” (Channa, & Mencher, 2013:295).  
       So why do Dalit women in defiance of all odds have become charged to fight the status 
quo? Is it only because they are victims? While the Dalit women’s rights organizations tackle 
the Hindu based challenges by making a national identity case and moral duty to accept fellow 
human beings to upper caste Hindus, in respect of the Dalit women, what the organizations do 
is to disabuse their minds not to see their oppression and the discrimination they face in 
religious light. The organizations educate them on their rights as human beings, as people 
whose dignity are being violated not necessarily Dalits. By sensitizing and educating them to 
take a civic rather than a religious view of their rights, oppression and discrimination, there is 
the realization on the part of the Dalit women that it is about injustices and not a fight against 
Hinduism per se. So even though, they may be Hindus, they do not consider their fight for their 
rights as fighting their own religion. As a result the religious veil tears away allowing agency, 
identity and collective mobilization of themselves as people who are being denied of their civic 
rights, to live a life of dignity and self-respect. They therefore come to see themselves as being 
a minority and as a result find strength in collective action and numbers. The discussion above 
clearly shows that the Hindu religion poses two-way challenge: On one hand, it leads upper 
caste Hindus to misconstrue the agency against caste injustices, discrimination and oppression 
as calculated attempts to denigrate and blaspheme Hindu doctrines. On the other hand, it can 
lead oppressed Dalit women to become zealots and accept the status quo and their situation as 
divinely determined limiting all emancipatory efforts. The Dalit women’s right CSOs as 
evidenced above tackle these challenges by making the oppression, discrimination and abuse 
of Dalit women a civil question. Accordingly, they are able to elevate the matter above 
Hinduism and thereby reducing the chances of violating the religious sensibilities of upper 
caste Hindus on one hand, and activating agency and collective consciousness among Dalit 
women on the other hand.   
37 | P a g e  
 
 
4.3 Response to family level challenges 
In this section we analyse how the CSOs respond to the challenges that the family system pose 
on their work and since the work of the CSOs is about the human rights of Dalit women it is 
first of all necessary that we analyse how their human rights are violated at the family level. In 
our introductory discussion, we noted that Dalit women suffer what Kumar calls “triple 
discrimination” (Kumar, 2013). This relates to the intersected problems or multiple forms of 
discrimination suffered by Dalit women for being Dalits (caste) and second being Dalit women 
and thus being the lowly ranked (class) among the lowest caste and thirdly being women 
(gender) in a deeply patriarchal society. Nowhere do these intersectional problems play up in 
the life of Dalit women than at the level of the family because at the family level, they are not 
only Dalits, they also are the lowest among Dalits by virtue of their gender – being women. As 
noted by Hooks (2000) in the feminist literature, what is crucial here is the socialization process 
which shapes the class identity of women and their status. Irudayam et al (2006) had noted that 
alcoholism among Dalit husbands is a strong contributing factor to domestic violence against 
Dalit women and we came to understand how these dynamics play up in the course of our 
interviews. Our interlocutor from Samajik Shaikshanik Vikas Kendra stated that Dalit men 
resort to excessive consumption of alcohol in order to cope with the stench associated with 
manual scavenging jobs assigned to them by upper caste people. They upon coming home 
perpetrate violence on their wives under the influence of alcohol. Within the family, Dalit 
women experience regular incidents of domestic violence ranging from verbal abuse, 
accompanied by physical assault, but also entails sexual abuse including marital rape, torture 
for not bringing enough dowry etc (Irudayam et al, 2006). The role of the family in the life of 
Dalit women is nuanced. This is so because, in spite of the violations and oppressions noted 
above, the family system as noted in Channa’s Indian Feminism framework has “intrinsic” 
significance to women in India (Channa, 2013: 91) providing moral, financial and other forms 
of support. As a result, if care is not taken, in the course of dealing with the violations that Dalit 
women experience in their families, it is likely that the benefits they get from their familial 
relations may be compromised which may result in further violations. We therefore decided to 
find out how the civil society organizations deal with this complicated family level challenge. 
First of all, the civil society organizations empower the women economically by enrolling them 
in projects like microcredit schemes and help them to access banking and financial services. 
The idea is that when the woman becomes economically independent, she will be in a better 
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position to deal with violence associated with their economic dependence on their husbands 
and other family members. As noted earlier, the root of domestic violence associated with Dalit 
men’s alcoholism is because of their engagement in manual scavenging jobs to fend for their 
families. Second, having economic independence will raise the women’s statuses within the 
realm of the family, procure voice for them in decision making in respect of the management 
of family income and also alleviate the violence and torture they suffer for not bringing enough 
dowry. In India, as noted in Channa (2013) and also discussed earlier, the family is 
quintessential even to unmarried women. As a result, we gather from the interview that the 
Dalit women rarely go public with the violations they experience within their families. Aside 
the microcredit programmes meant to empower them economically, the CSOs establish schools 
to educate their children, they also have ‘ground workers’ who engage in intimate interactions 
with Dalit women with the view of gaining their trust so that Dalit women can confide in them 
(i.e. the CSOs) the problems they experience in their private homes. Reported violations are 
tackled through “negotiations, counselling and in extreme cases police intervention”. The 
latter is pursued sparingly and for obvious reasons such as those already noted earlier. The 
tactful manner in which the CSOs respond to the family level challenges effectively validate 
Channa’s argument that the success of the feminist project in India is dependent on how it will 
be able “to negotiate its way around the familial and social relational structures into which most 
South Asians are embedded” (Channa, 2013:3). It also reinforces the inapplicability to the 
Indian context, the Western notion of feminism rooted in the phenomenon of legal subject, the 
largely autonomous individual conceived as a bundle of rights, which are asserted against all.  
 
4.4 Response to community level challenges 
In the preceding section, we analysed how the Dalit women’s rights CSOs respond to family 
level challenges. Here, the analysis pertains to the larger community – the violations and 
discriminations faced by Dalit women in their villages and towns and how the civil society 
organizations respond to the challenges consequent to their advancement of the rights of Dalit 
women at this level.  
Dalit women are seen as without any rights in the “natural” caste hierarchy. This explains why 
they are subjected to torture, verbally as well as physically abused, forced into prostitution and 
degrading employment, denied their entitlement to resources or respect, and are considered 
sexually available without any requirement for the women’s consent. This held view about 
Dalit women predispose them to abuse and violence in the communities they live. As noted by 
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Irudayam et al (2006), Dalit women face violence in public spaces – streets, women’s toilet 
areas, bus stands, fields, etc. – in and around their villages and towns. Nandu Ram captured the 
situation this way: “Atrocities on weaker sections, especially the Scheduled Castes, Tribes, and 
neo- Buddhists (if the misnomer is accepted any way), have become almost a regular feature 
of rural life in India. Every day we come across, through daily newspapers and other media, a 
number of incidents of beating, torture, arson, usurpation, molestation, rape, and killing of these 
people by caste Hindus and others in villages” (Ram in Channa, & Mencher, 2013: 35). Dalit 
women are denied access to public gatherings and are beaten by higher caste people when they 
venture into public spaces. Dalit women are held responsible for bringing water to the 
household but are physically and verbally abused and denied access by the superior castes when 
they try to collect water from public wells (IMADR 2012). In many instances, young girls drop 
out of school to travel faraway distances to collect water, essentially ruining their chances of 
obtaining education and social mobility. 
          Essentially, the community level is where untouchability practices profoundly play up. 
Dalit women are humiliated, beaten, denied access to community resources, banned from 
entering temples and other public gatherings. Indeed as noted by our interlocutor from Dalit 
Freedom Network: UK, the community level challenges of Dalit women consequentially create 
some of the problems they come to face in other facets of life and thus explaining the paradox 
of reservations for Dalit women, yet they are underrepresented at all levels in India (see 
IMADR, 2012; Upadhyay, 2010). The DFN-UK representative stated that:  
“Well to be honest, this can be linked to reservation policies, as you see 
that in spite of reservation in academic, government and employment 
levels not much has changed. Ever wonder why? It’s because the Dalits 
are restricted at the community level itself in most cases therefore they 
never really manage to reach the level of higher education or a 
government level to avail the benefits of these reservation policies.” 
 
The view shared above links well with the one also shared by one of our respondents from 
Samajik Shaikshanik Vikas Kendra: “the community for the Dalit women is her biggest enemy 
and who form this community? It is people like you and me who form the community, its people 
sitting in government offices, it’s the villagers, it’s the education institutions that all work 
together to provide a hostile environment within which the Dalit woman is suffocating every 
day.” Thus, even though the problems of Dalit women permeate the entire society, clearly, the 
community level seems to be the real battleground for Dalit women. This view is supported by 
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Irudayam et al. finding that Dalit women find public violence additionally humiliating as 
compared to the generally more private ones (Irudayam et al, 2006). In respect of how the 
CSOs respond to community level challenges, one thing permeates all the interviews: 
mobilization. The first respondent from Lok Shakti Sanghatan stated that “Dalit women and 
Dalits in general organise themselves in groups if they have to fight against any form of 
injustice”. The second respondent from Samajik Shaikshanik Vikas Kendra also responded to 
the community level question in this way: “See, I am telling you this, if these Dalit women are 
not in a group or in general if Dalit community don’t fight together, in a united way, then 
nothing will happen”. Our respondent from DFN-UK stated that they mobilize, strengthen the 
Dalit women at the community level through education and empowerment seminars, building 
awareness and networking the Dalit women across villages. In this way, Dalit women pursue 
their causes as a collective unit.  
One of our interlocutors shared with us an example of how they used mobilization to 
deal with the denial of Dalit women’s entry to temples and pray. His narration is reproduced 
below:  
“One of the Chief Ministers who was a Dalit went to a village and 
entered a temple in which the high caste Hindus were not allowing Dalit 
community to enter and pray, so the Chief minister of that state came and 
visited the temple and offered prayers and you know what happened the 
next day, the priests of the temple were seen washing the whole temple 
with gangajal (holy water). But in return you know what our Dalit 
women did? Well, they kept going to the temple every day in huge groups 
and so the priest ultimately after months got tired of continuously 
washing the temple.” 
 
The case above is in sync with Channa’s (2013) argument that in India, the emphasis on 
feminism is on “women as social activists, fighting for a cause, than fighting for feminine 
liberation” (Channa, 2013:90).  Beside mobilization, another way the organizations tackle the 
community level challenges is by providing for the women the basic necessities which get them 
into trouble with the upper caste people when they access the ones provided for the public – 
establishing community health care centres, schools, microcredit institutions (source of 
employment), water, sanitation facilities etc. Whereas this way of addressing the problems face 
by the Dalit women at the community level is admirable in view of its prevention of them from 
clashing with the upper caste people, it may not be helpful for dealing with the caste problem 
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in the long term. This is so because, such an approach which is materially not dissimilar from 
that of the colonial administration (see Riser-Kositsky, 2009) may intensify and ossify the 
segregation and will always keep the Dalit women and the people of other caste apart and from 
forging interactions which in the long term will lead to they coming to appreciate organically, 
themselves as people belonging to the same village, town and community. While community 
sensitisation will have been helpful, as stated by one of our interlocutors at Lok Shakti 
Sanghatan, the unwillingness on the part of high caste Hindus “to even come close to [Dalit 
women] physically” also makes the pursuit of this approach less practical.  
 
4.5 Response to institutional level challenges 
In respect of the challenges faced by the Dalit women’s rights CSOs, we can infer from the 
combined results of our interviews, informal conversations, literature as well as documentaries 
based on Dalit women that the institutional obstacles faced by them are of a magnified scale 
and deep rooted where the norms of the caste system permeate and operate into the state 
apparatus – judicial systems, police and government offices. Thus the situation of India today 
is materially not dissimilar from the days of Ambedkar where eminent and highly educated 
people including Judges and Ministers of States contributed to caste injustices, violations and 
oppressions (Ambedkar, 1946). Through our interviews conducted with the people working in 
various Dalit women’s rights organizations, we see that the institutions that have been 
established by the Republic of India to safeguard and protect the Dalit women are the ones that 
are ostensibly supporting and perpetrating the injustices being meted out to them. Judgments 
passed in the courts reiterating caste distinctions and permitting accused persons to go scot free 
are as usual as excessive delay of cases involving atrocities against Dalit women in Indian 
Courts. Our interviews with the representatives of SSVK and DFN-UK and evidence in the 
literature and reports of human rights organizations show a small conviction rates in cases of 
atrocities committed against Dalit women (Jones, 2014; Channa, & Mencher, 2013; Kumar, 
2013; HRW & the Center for Human Rights and Global Justice, 2007; Irudayam, et al, 2006; 
Agarwal, 1999). The Police force in India and especially in rural India seems to be working on 
the same lines as that of the courts. We note from our various interviews with the CSOs that 
the police in many situations refuse to record the cases of Dalit women, either because the 
police officers are themselves high caste Hindus or because they are apprehensive to lodge 
complaints against the High Caste Hindu men who very often tend to hold political clout along 
with the already possessed social power at the rural level. One of our interlocutors shared this 
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insight in respect of how the Police deal with cases that involve atrocities against Dalit women: 
“from my personal experience, I can tell you that even when a female social worker 
accompanies the Dalit women to register cases with the police, the police don’t do so, almost 
mocking me for being a Dalit social worker and more so an educated Dalit woman.” This 
revelation clearly reinforces the veracity of feminists claim that the challenges associated with 
fighting injustices become particularly magnified when the object of pursuit is women’s rights 
(CIVICUS, 2011). In the context of the caste system, the fact that the activist was a woman 
herself even added to the already magnified challenges. Another element that must be added 
here in terms of the challenges faced by Dalit women’s rights civil society organizations is 
corruption at the institutional level (see Upadhyay, 2010). Corruption is at an all-time high and 
paying bribes to the state apparatus is almost a necessity in order to be able to get the women’s 
interest through. Mr. Deepak Bharti, the founder of Samajik Shaikshanik Vikas Kendra, 
bemoaned that: 
“There is so much corruption that to move one file (of statistical records) 
in a government office, we are forced to pay bribes, we are forced to pay 
bribes to government officials in order to get information that is 
supposed to be given to us as our right. Movements like the Anna Hazare 
anti-corruption movements are great when it comes to the cities, but what 
do we do with states like Utter Pradesh and Bihar which have the highest 
number of marginalized as well as low caste Hindus? When we do get 
funds from the government, it works as a trickledown effect. By the time 
the fund is transferred from the top ministries to the NGOs, there is 
nothing left as most of it is eaten away by the government middle men.”  
 
So the fact that state institutions pose challenges to the works of the CSOs cannot be denied as 
there is overwhelming evidence to that effect. So how are the CSOs facing these malfunctional 
institutions? The inferences drawn in this aspect are primarily through interviews and informal 
conversations conducted with people who directly or indirectly deal with these institutions as 
well as our analysis of related documents. It is within this realm that the role of the Human 
Rights Commission becomes instrumental. The power of the Human Rights Commissions in 
helping the Dalit women’s rights CSOs in India is crucial whether it is in getting the cases 
registered with the Police or facilitating court proceedings and trials. The Human Rights 
Commission serve as watch guard and highlights cases relating to Dalit Women which are in 
need of immediate attention, bringing in the much needed (media) attention. Another crucial 
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element here is the role played by the media. The CSOs also use the media extensively (social 
and mainstream media and other mediums such as websites) in highlighting atrocities 
committed against Dalit women and the failure and inertia of state institutions to enforce related 
laws. Probably the most striking feature of the ways in which the CSOs deal with institutional 
challenges or rather challenges of any other nature including community, household or religion 
is through mobilizing the Dalit community. Another strategy of the CSOs is forging alliances 
and affiliations with sister organizations to enlarge their platforms in order to have larger 
impacts including an international impact. This confirms Mahanta’s (2012) claim “the Dalit 
women’s movement in India [have] established cross-border collective action so as to internationalize 
the domestic grievances of Dalit women” (Mahanta 2012: 140). For instance Dalit Freedom 
Network: India has affiliates in the USA, Sweden, Canada, Switzerland, Germany and the UK. 
The Navsarjan Trust (India) collaborates with FEDO (Nepal) & the International Dalit 
Solidarity Network highlighting Dalit women’s problems as against the India’s 
state/institutional inertias in enforcing the relevant laws in the international community and 
media. For instance, Navsarjan Trust (India) published with FEDO (Nepal) & the International 
Dalit Solidarity Network “The Situation of Dalit Rural Women” in 2013. The agency against 
the caste injustices thus takes a transnational dimension. The power of collective action is seen 
as an instrumental strategy adopted by the CSOs. They derive their strength numerically, 
putting up a united front to embark on protests, publications and developing networks at the 
grass root level in the rural areas, and also internationally. In a nutshell, based on interviews, 
literature and documents analysis; we note that the CSOs respond to the institutional challenges 
by adopting various strategies including: 
a. Mobilization and collective strength of the Dalit community at the grass root level and 
also forging alliances with sister (international) organizations 
b. Using the Media – mainstream and social media, websites etc.  
c. Seeking the support of the Indian National Human Right Commission as and when 
crucially needed 
4.6 Summary of Analysis 
Overall, this chapter analysed how the Dalit women’s rights CSOs of India respond to the 
socio-political and religio-cultural challenges they face in their advancement of the rights of 
Dalit women. In respect of the Hindu religion, because of the sensitivity of religion, the CSOs 
have made their project of Dalit women’s rights advancement more of a national identity issue, 
civic rights of Dalit women as human beings not necessarily a fight against the proclamations 
of Hinduism. In this regard, it reduces upper caste Hindus tendencies of misconstruing their 
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activities as meant to defame and blaspheme Hindu scriptures which could ignite visceral 
opposition. It also leads to a rejection of the claim that the caste system are inerrant divine 
creation and as a result the discriminations associated to it are inevitable. This activates agency 
and consciousness of identity and collective mobilization among Dalit women to fight for their 
rights as people who are being denied of their civic rights to dignified life and self-respect not 
Hinduism per se.   
At the family level, the CSOs develop programs such as microcredit and operation of 
bank accounts to empower the women economically, raise their status in the family and 
decision making and also to make them less susceptible to violence related to their dependence 
on their husbands and other family members economically. They use negotiations, counselling 
and sparingly, police intervention to address violence and other problems the women face at 
the family level, being conscious not to compromise their family life in view of how 
fundamental the family is to the social structure of India.  
At the community level, the most important way the CSOs use to get most of their 
community needs readily addressed is to get the women organized and fight as a collective 
unit. Also, alternative sources of public goods such as source of water, employment, education, 
healthcare and sanitation are provided in order to forestall situations where Dalit women may 
clash with the upper caste in their attempt to access community resources. However, the fear 
is that the creation of a separate, sort of exclusive platforms and resources for Dalit women as 
a group to satisfy their basic and community needs without forging interactions with members 
of the other caste may further codify and ossify the segregation between them and will thus 
work against the potential of they forming organically, their identities as one people belonging 
to the same village, town and community.  
Lastly, the CSOs resort to mobilization and collective strength of the Dalit community 
at the grass root level and also alliances with sister (international) organizations, the media – 
mainstream and social media, websites, internet and engage the services of the National Human 
Rights Commission in dealing with the institutional challenges they face.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 
5. Discussion 
As consistently emphasised throughout the work, this study sought to examine how Dalit 
women’s rights CSOs respond to the socio-political and religio-cultural challenges of India. 
We sought to answer our research question in the light of feminist theory by benchmarking the 
original feminist literature which emerged from the western context with Channa’s Indian 
Feminism framework with the view of adapting feminism to the Indian context. In this section 
we discuss the findings, gauging what the CSOs approaches to the various levels of challenges 
will mean for Dalit women’s rights advocacy in general.  
At the level of religion, we found that the CSOs face two-pronged challenges. First, they 
risk their project of Dalit women’s right advocacy being (mis)construed by upper caste Hindus 
as machinations to blaspheme or sully Hinduism since the so called discrimination and 
oppression of Dalit women they purpose to fight against are in fact sanctioned as legitimate by 
Hindu doctrines. The second challenge is for the CSOs to conscientize the Dalit women to 
break the usual acceptance of everything that religion sanctions as divine and inevitable for 
them to realize their situation as one of obvious injustice and not religious per se. The CSOs 
respond to these challenges by framing their advocacy project as one of pursuing the civic 
rights of Dalit women and not necessarily fighting Hinduism in order to kill two birds with one 
stone – to escape charges of blasphemy from upper caste Hindus and activate agency in Dalit 
women as well. Hence, by adopting a human right approach they attempt to avoid the wrath of 
the dominant high caste Hindus in a hope to change their perspective for them to see the Dalit 
women as human beings who just like them, have inalienable rights by virtue of their being 
humans and Indians. Whilst the approach seems smart, it has unfortunately not been able to 
achieve the desired results because although it has heightened the desire of Dalit women to free 
themselves, it has also made the upper caste Hindus more anti-Dalits. This will mean that the 
heightened consciousness among Dalit women to free themselves is likely to be met with 
further atrocities by the upper caste Hindus. 
The fact that state institutions like the Police and the Courts are unprepared to rise up to 
responsibility worsens the issue.  Therefore to face the institutional level challenges posed by 
the state apparatus (judicial courts, police force, government offices), these civil society 
organizations have resorted to collective action and activism while simultaneously networking 
and engaging the services of the Human Rights Commission, international as well as reputed 
national organizations to further their cause. Other strategies adopted by the CSOs is the use 
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of media and publication of their reports on their websites to highlight their state level 
challenges which then build pressure on the state apparatus. 
The Dalit women’s CSOs have been very tactful in dealing with challenges faced at the 
family level considering the fact that the institution of family constitutes one of the main pillars 
of the Indian society and is within the private realm. The economic dependence of the Dalit 
woman on the male members of her family, domestic violence, alcoholism (among male 
members) as well as the social, cultural and religious factors that bind the Indian family unit 
constitute major hindrances for the CSOs in dealing with family level challenges. The CSOs 
therefore are posed with a difficult challenge to empower Dalit women to assert their rights 
within the household without vitiating their family life. This is where sociological and 
ethnographic critiques against Western notion of feminism as being context-blind becomes 
more forceful. Nonetheless, it seems to us that the approach may deliver long term results. The 
CSOs have primarily relied on methods of counseling and negotiations in case of injustice 
faced by Dalit women by her family members (primarily husband and in-laws). Extreme cases 
such as brutal physical / sexual violence or murder matters are taken to the police. With a firm 
belief that economic independence will empower Dalit women at the household level leading 
to her greater decision making capacity within the private realm of family, the CSOs offer 
credit and bank facilities at low or no rates of interest. They also provide, induce and encourage 
Dalit women to engage in self sustaining professions / business ventures that will permit them 
to have regular income in order for them to be financially self reliant as well as be in a position 
to support their families and the education of their children; thereby offsetting the social 
mobility problems that their caste poses on them. Secondly, increased family income as a result 
of the women’s access to credit will ease the pressure on the men as breadwinners reducing 
their susceptibility to being forced to take health threatening and degrading jobs like manual 
scavenging. Dalit men are therefore likely to cooperate with the CSOs and accommodate their 
activities and this has the tendency to reduce family level violence.  
However at the community level, how the CSOs respond to the challenges may produce 
mixed results. Indeed the provision of separate community resources such as water, toilets, 
schools, health care centres for Dalits is a safe way of preventing them from clashing with the 
upper caste people but it only postpones the real problem – exclusion. We argue that this way 
of tackling the caste issue at the community level might lead to further ossification and division 
between Dalits and the upper caste people.  
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Perhaps the mobilization approach being employed to deal with religious, community and 
institutional levels of injustices will be central to addressing the caste injustices in both short 
and long terms. In the short term, their numbers shield individual Dalit women from direct 
attacks and the upper caste people are forced to interact with them. With time as happened in 
the washing of the temple, the upper caste people will need to discontinue with their segregation 
treatments for the power of the Dalit women’s collective resistance will eventually win the day.  
Coupled with the use of mass and social media, websites, publications and forging of 
alliances with international organizations, the caste issue will continue to have global audience 
and this will pressurize state institutions to act.  
As observed in the analysis and elsewhere, the untouchability practices and caste 
discrimination are cognitively sanctioned and will therefore not tail off all of a sudden. But just 
like with all racial discriminations, sustained agency leads to some remarkable levels of 
structural and attitudinal changes. It is the semblance between the discrimination faced by black 
women in the US and that of the Dalit women that accounted for our use of transnational 
feminist approach in this study. While racial discrimination has not abated in the US, the 
segregation between black women and whites in the US has been quite bridged and relatively, 
the level of injustices and discrimination in the US is not as pernicious as pertaining in India – 
thanks to sustained agency. It therefore will not be far-fetched to be hoped that should the 
intensified agency against caste based discriminations and injustices be sustained for a bit 
longer, some level of structural and attitudinal changes will occasion in India. Already, some 
levels of attitudinal changes have emerged given that some of the leaders of the anti-caste 
movements themselves are upper caste people while at the institutional level it could be seen 
from the way the National Human Rights Commission of India is assisting the CSOs in their 
endeavours.  
5.1 Conclusion 
Research Objective and approach:  
Untouchability practices and caste based discrimination and injustices are under yet another 
siege after Ambedkar. In the past 50 years, India has seen tremendous mobilization by the 
lower caste members, specifically, vibrant women’s movements challenging the Indian society 
with the view of securing social change and protecting Dalit women against caste based 
discrimination, violence and mistreatments. However, just like the era of Ambedkar, the anti-
caste movements of today have the socio-political and religio-cultural factors, that keep caste 
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based injustices in place to contend with. Therefore, the objective of this research project was 
to analyze how Dalit women’s rights civil society organizations operate in India –their 
manoeuvrings in view of the multifaceted challenges emanating from the Hindu religion, 
community and family norms, beliefs and practices, as well state institutions. To thoroughly 
deliver an answer to our research question, we adopted a combined approach – content analysis 
and empirical analysis (i.e. analysis of data collected through interviews). Within a time span 
of sixty days, since the initiation of this research, we have emerged with insightful conclusions 
(below). However, here, we may add that these conclusions drawn are merely the tip of the ice-
berg, and deeper research stretched over a larger time frame, involving personal contacts with 
Dalit women as well as the CSOs would be instrumental to gaining an overall perspective on 
the research problem.  
Collective Mobilization as an effective strategy:  
One of the most striking aspect that has emerged post this research is the reliance of the Dalit 
women’s civil society organizations on networking and mobilization. These organizations find 
their strength in grass root level collective action, which comes via developing close-knit yet 
expansive networks in rural areas of India. The minority status of the Dalits living in a country 
dominated by the Hindu majority gives them an innate tendency to unite and face the challenges 
collectively. This also partly stems from Ambedkar’s ideology of stimulating Dalit women to 
organize themselves and act as one united front in colonial India and as inferred from our 
research, it has strongly translated in the strategy adopted by the CSOs even in the post-colonial 
era. Within this umbrella strategy of collective action and mobilization Dalit women’s rights 
civil society organizations have negotiated the various challenges in innovative and adaptive 
ways. 
 
(a) Essential Outcomes: 
- First of all, we discern from our interviews that the CSOs frame their advocacy 
project as one of pursuing the civic / human rights of Dalit women and not 
necessarily fighting Hinduism and this leads to addressing two challenges 
contemporaneously– they escape charges of blasphemy from upper caste Hindus 
and also activate agency in Dalit women as well. However, evidence in the literature 
and those gathered from the interview show that it is the latter that have been 
decisively overcome. Dalit women do not accept their situation as imperative and 
divinely determined but the upper caste Hindus have become more anti-Dalits in 
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response to the increased agency against Hindu-sanction discrimination from the 
Dalit women’s rights CSOs. 
 
- Second, the CSOs resort to counselling, negotiation and sparingly, police 
intervention as well women’s economic empowerment programs as a way of 
responding to family level challenges. The approach at the family level is clearly in 
antipathy to how feminism operates in the western context where emphasis is on 
the individual.  
 
- Third, at the community level, the CSOs provide platforms for the women to 
organize and fight for their rights as a collective unit. Also, alternative sources of 
public goods such as source of water, employment, education, healthcare and 
sanitation are provided in order to forestall situations where Dalit women may clash 
with the upper caste in their attempt to access community resources. However, it 
has been contended herein that this may further codify and ossify the segregation 
between Dalit women and the upper caste people.  
 
- Lastly, the data gathered showed that apart from the umbrella strategy of grass root 
collective mobilization, the CSOs resort to forming alliances with sister 
(international) organizations, engaging the services of the Human Rights 
Commission and the media – mainstream and social media, websites, internet in 
dealing with the institutional challenges they face.  
 
(b) Importance of Intersectional framework and transnational Feminist approach:  
As discussed elsewhere, the overall issue of caste is a contentious topic given that there is 
no clarity even with its emergence. However, civil society organizations working for the 
emancipation of Dalit women face a variety of barriers in achieving their goal. They face the 
structural obstacles of existing under a society that although constitutionally denounces the 
caste system, still portrays discriminatory attitudes against people of lower castes, thereby 
disabling them from achieving upward mobility and educational opportunities. Women, are the 
central component of this analysis, as gender is an important framework to understand in a 
global context. Gender studies can be an important tool to understand the power dynamics 
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within genders and the social, economic and political advantages one has over the other. In a 
global context, even if we are looking at a small rural community in India, we can still see the 
patriarchal dynamics that play out at somewhere in New York City. Although, they are of 
course demonstrated in a different way, it still shows how women even though having reached 
amazing milestones in the last few decades continue to be on the outskirts of marginalization. 
The question, therefore lies in emancipation for whom? Equality is a topic largely funnelled 
through a western feminist approach because the needs for women’s visibility in high-profile 
careers or achieving equal pay in a sense would make women equal to men. However, one of 
the main differences between a western feminist approach and that of a transnational feminist 
approach is that equality does not always signify emancipation.  
Our use of an intersectional framework allowed us to understand the varying layers 
associated with the reason why people, particularly women of a particular background continue 
to be left out of important discussions surrounding the issue of women’s liberation for all. In 
the instant case of Dalit women, it is important to understand how they have historically 
resisted the caste system even when family, community and political structures also suppressed 
their energy to a certain extent. Now, they continue to mobilize under civil society 
organizations so they can better strategize to raise awareness of their plight in India. In this 
study of Dalit women’s rights civil society organizations, we attempted to look at the whole 
picture, by including discussions of race, gender and class. To some, this may be seen as an 
ambitious undertaking of a contentious topic and there were many limitations, but we couldn’t 
possibly begin to discuss the experiences of Dalit women without first taking into consideration 
how they got to where they are now.  
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